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In Red Prometheus, Dolores L. Augustine explores the everyday relationship between communist dictatorship and German engineering in the German Democratic Republic (GDR). The book is notable for its attention to complexity; East German engineers and scientists daily encountered the realities of power, but their responses to the power of the ruling Socialist Unity Party (SED) were never predictable. The messy lived experience of dictatorship is all the more evident for the author's focus on individual engineers and scientists revealed by archival research and oral history.
Complexity, of course, can obscure as much as it illuminates, but Augustine is clear to always remind us of the debilitating effect of censorship and political paranoia on high-tech engineering. Recent histories of East Germany have provided a valuable service in focusing our attention on the limits of dictatorship, as well as the spaces available for negotiation between society and the state. In particular, cultural historians have shed light on collective identities in the GDR. These scholars often take the regime's security apparatus as a given, choosing instead to explore the rich textures of everyday life lived within the GDR-woven from continuities from the past, pragmatic adjustments to political realities, as well as occasional enthusiasm for the socialist future. Of course, cultural historians have never ignored relationships of power. By the end of Red Prometheus, however, the long reach of the Stasi security forces is impossible to ignore. Of course, it could be asked if this is all that surprising. Nonetheless, Augustine's contribution is her ability to weave political oppression into the tapestry of everyday lives.
The history that Augustine tells revolves around the events of 1968 to 1971, as Walter Ulbricht fell out of favor and Erich Honecker imposed his unique combination of consumer socialism (demanding strict political loyalty on the one hand and privileging consumer demand over technological innovation on the other). Before this period of transition, Augustine argues that engineers found more room for maneuver. Afterward, scientists experienced increased surveillance from political cadres. Their autonomy diminished, Augustine insists, as a traditional scientifi c culture-bourgeois, male-dominated, and proudly "apolitical"-weakened under pressure from the SED.
In the fi rst half of the book, Augustine thus devotes much of her attention to continuities with the past that persisted well into the 1960s. In particular, she stresses the continued faith in and practice of apolitical science, as many scientists believed the communists would keep politics and technology separate. If scientists kept quiet about ideology, they would be free to pursue their research with little outside interference. Their experiences under Nazism conditioned their hopes, as the organization of research had changed little since the war. Both regimes placed technical experts in high-security research facilities and isolated them from the civilian population. Though the SED did assert its control over the universities, a precommunist academic culture survived because Ulbricht needed to keep engineers from fl eeing westward and because Ulbricht admired the German academic tradition.
With the construction of the Berlin Wall, concessions to engineers diminished, and the Third University Reform in 1968 broke the independence of academics. Scientists previously had controlled institutes in which professors set the research agenda and determined hiring and promotions. By the end of the 1960s, the SED had much greater control over research agendas. The extent of that control is revealed through the biographies of fi ve high-tech scientists around which much of the book revolves. Examining the careers of each scientist (Heinz Barwich, Matthias Falter, Werner Hartmann, Herbert Kortum, and Paul Görlich), Augustine explains the failure of key research projects in the 1960s, especially in microelectronics. Not trusting the technical intelligentsia, the SED quickly abandoned projects that did not look promising and blamed the political weaknesses of engineers for all failures.
In the Honecker era, the Stasi established their control over research facilities. Augustine suggests that, at some level, the SED interference was a genuine attempt to modernize research, as some leading scientists clung to tradition. For example, Paul Görlich at Zeiss tried to retain that enterprise's traditional expertise in optics rather than embrace new high-tech projects in computers and electronics. As the SED imposed its will, informants populated Zeiss and other major research institutions. Party offi cials blamed technological failures largely on political failings. Fearing political espionage or defection, the SED restricted academic and research travel to the West. As a result, the Stasi became even more intertwined with research, as innovation depended almost wholly on stolen technologies from the West. The further militarization of science in the 1980s further handicapped the exchange of ideas with Western innovators and escalated Stasi paranoia.
Throughout the book and especially in the chapter devoted to oral history, Augustine comments on the long persistence of a highly gendered scientifi c culture. The traditional culture of professionalism and academic tradition that survived in the fi rst decades of the GDR dis-couraged any true opening up of engineering and science to women. Only with the SED imposing its will on the universities did more women enter the technological professions. In the 1970s the GDR thus had a greater percentage of female scientists and engineers than many Western nations. Beneath these impressive statistics, another reality persisted. Women continued to bear the burden of parenting, and careers often suffered if they desired children.
Augustine's attention to individual biographies has several advantages. The complexity of everyday life (consent and low-level resistance) is all the clearer for a focus on individual scientists. These biographies emerge from oral histories, rich unpublished memoirs, and Stasi espionage. As many veterans of archival research on the GDR will realize, these biographical sources help Augustine avoid the pitfalls of Honecker-era government documents-the suffocating repetition of ideological slogans that replaced the more frank and illuminating reports, memoranda, and meeting minutes from the earlier years. Oral history also heightens our awareness of frustration and coping strategies among young engineers. In the chapter centered on oral history, we learn more about the average technician, instead of just prominent engineers who felt their written memoirs might one day have an audience. A focus on individual stories has its pitfalls, however. The oral histories only whetted this reader's appetite for more data on researchers in the 1950s and 1960s, when Augustine largely concentrates on a few top scientists. Perhaps the interplay between tradition and SED control in the 1950s and 1960s might have looked different if the reader had also learned more about the "average" scientist in those decades.
While convincing, the narrative arc of Red Prometheus left some questions unanswered. Augustine insists that Ulbricht's admiration for German scientifi c traditions provided engineers and scientists certain autonomy in the GDR's fi rst decades, but this autonomy is diffi cult to see in the evidence provided. Concessions to engineers could have been better detailed. More overwhelming in these early chapters was the extent of politicization and the constraints placed on technical experts by party offi cials. Was the politicization and intensifi ed policing of political loyalty of the Honecker era really new? How much of a turning point were 1968 and 1971?
One fascinating chapter does not fi t as organically with the rest, as it steps away from oral history and biography to offer insight into technology's place within popular culture. Technology, Augustine argues, became central to the emerging national identity of East Germans. Moreover, technological fantasies had the potential to mobilize society in support of the regime. Interestingly, these technological fan-tasies retained traditional gender and racial stereotypes (especially in Augustine's reading of the Mosaik "Dig and Dag" comics). Augustine concludes, "Technological greatness was not only the dream of the SED, but also of the populace" (p. 252).
This chapter on technological fantasies in popular culture is important, but it seems isolated. Perhaps more could have been done to fi nd or illuminate connections between cultural attitudes toward technology and political decisions illustrated throughout the remainder of the book. Did popular excitement for technology lead to a broader admiration for engineers and scientists on the part of workers and local party offi cials? Augustine's discussion of tensions between workers and engineers seems to imply otherwise. Here, Augustine's reliance on biography reveals certain limits.
Overall, however, the focus on individual life stories in Red Prometheus provides an intriguing model for overcoming the silences of government records. Certainly, Augustine has provided a welcome addition to the increasingly sophisticated scholarship on East Germany. Her research is very well situated in the historiography, establishing a solid middle ground between studies that stress the totalitarian state's ability to dominate everyday life and those that recognize the limits of dictatorship. Historians of science and technology especially will appreciate this well-researched study, but any student of society in authoritarian states will benefi t from it.
scott This book is a call for ethnography as a method for the study of, and intervention in, contemporary society and politics, especially in the United States. It is written by David Westbrook, a self-described "sympathetic outsider" engaged in a dialogue with anthropology. He teaches at the University of Buffalo Law School in New York and has also published on global capitalism, on corporations, and on U.S. strategy toward Islamic extremists.
Here, he suggests refashioning ethnography as purposeful conversation, making it more appealing and useful not just for anthropologists but especially for scholars and intellectuals in other fi elds, who might
